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GEL AND POLYMER BASED FLOW
METERS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority to U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 62/667,742, filed on May 7, 2018,

the disclosure of which 1s incorporated herein by reference
in 1ts entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to tlow meters. More par-
ticularly, 1t relates to gel and polymer based flow meters.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated into
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate one or
more embodiments of the present disclosure and, together
with the description of example embodiments, serve to
explain the principles and implementations of the disclosure.

FI1G. 1 illustrates convection for a surface.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary sensor.

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary cross section of a device
based on pectin cross-linked by calctum 1ons as a tempera-
ture sensitive layer.

FIG. 4 1llustrates exemplary data for the temperature
difference between the two thermometers 1n a sensor.

FIG. 5 1illustrates a sensor.

SUMMARY

In a first aspect of the disclosure, a method 1s described,
the method comprising: at least one heater layer; at least one
first thermometer layer; at least one second thermometer
layer; and at least one thermal insulator layer between the
first thermometer layer and the second thermometer layer,
wherein: the at least one first thermometer layer and the at
least second thermometer layer are gel materials, the at least
one first thermometer layer 1s thermally msulated from an
environment surrounding the sensor, the at least one second
thermometer layer 1s thermally accessible by the environ-
ment, and the at least one heater layer 1s configured to
generate a constant heat flux through the at least one first
thermometer layer, the at least one thermal isulator layer,
and the at least one second thermometer layer, thus gener-
ating a thermal gradient within the at least one thermal
insulator.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present disclosure describes flow meters based on gel
or polymers, for example for aerodynamics applications.
Aerodynamics measurements and wind tunnel experiments
are of great importance 1n engineering: experiments carried
out 1n wind tunnels allow investigation of the complex
phenomena developing due to fluid-bodies and fluid-tluid
interactions, while also enabling validation of computational
fluid dynamics (CFD) code. The main aim of a wind tunnel
experiment 1s often to acquire the pressure and velocity
distribution around scaled-down models of structures of
interest. Using thus data, 1t 1s then possible to compute the
forces acting on the body subject of the experiment, e.g. the
drag force acting on a car, or the lift force generated by a
wing.
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Measuring techniques typically employed for acrodynam-
ics measurements focus on pressure distributions or fluid
velocities. For example, one technique referred to as a
pressure tap 1s based on a Pitot tube used to measure static
and dynamic pressure at a single point. Pressure taps and
pressure sensitive paints are based on pressure distributions,
while laser Doppler velocimetry 1s based on fluid velocities.
Several of these sensors are typically attached to surfaces of
interest of models tested 1n wind tunnels. In post processing,
pressure distributions can be approximately reconstructed
from the punctual pressure measurements.

Thermal flow meters can measure tlow rate even at very
low pressure, without affecting the flow. As illustrated 1n
FIG. S, the sensors combine one or more heating elements
(510) and several temperature sensors (503) placed on the
surface around the heater (FIG. 5 panel a). Heat 1s
exchanged between the sensor and the flmd flowing at a
temperature different from the heating element (FIG. 5,
panel b). The flow rate 1s then determined by measuring the
temperature distribution along the sensor created by the
flowing fluid. In general, the temperature of the sensor
cannot be raised arbitrarily, since high temperatures can be
hazardous and can affect the flow. Therefore, the tempera-
ture gradient over the sensor 1s typically not particularly
pronounced (the temperature variations are in the order of
hundreds of milliKelvin). To achieve acceptable readings
from these measurements, especially at low flow densities,
commercially available devices are based on MEMS tech-
nology and on very accurate temperature sensors. Platinum
1s one of the most used thermistor, but 1t has a temperature
sensitivity of about 0.4 €2/° C. The maximum resistance
variation ol a thermistor 1n the considered temperature range
for a thermal tlow meter 1s of approximately milliOhms,
which requires low-noise read-out electronics to be eflec-
tively measured. Furthermore, to optimize the temperature
measurements, the thermistors are usually suspended. This
requires a complicated fabrication process, which further
raise the price for this type of sensors.

Pressure sensitive paints are a special class ol paints
which can react to pressure changes. These paints are
generally composed of a porous polymeric matrix mixed
with luminescent organic molecules. When using this tech-
nique, models are spray-coated with such paints before
being placed 1in the wind tunnel. The model 1s 1lluminated by
light of a specific wavelength, causing an electronic excita-
tion 1n the luminescent molecule. The wavelength 1s based
on the specific luminophore incorporated into the paint. The
return to electronic ground state of the luminophore can be
attained by either a radiative process, or a radiationless
process. In the former case, the relaxation results 1n photonic
emission, while 1n the latter, interaction with oxygen mol-
ecules results 1n the electron returning to 1ts ground state
without photonic emission, a process known as oxygen
quenching of luminescence. A pressure sensitive paint 1s
thus, 1n fact, an oxygen sensor. As the local oxygen (partial)
pressure increases, so does the local oxygen concentration,
resulting 1n stronger luminescence quenching. The net effect
1s a paint whose luminescence decreases as pressure
increases. The re-emitted light 1s finally detected using a
camera and, after calibration, the pressure distribution can
be computed with virtually unlimited spatial resolution.
Notable disadvantages of pressures sensitive paints are the
rather long preparation time (deposition and curing time of
the paints), and the relatively high velocity range at which
they operate (Ma>0.3). Pressure sensitive paints are only
suited for use 1n air flows, as their functioning mechanism
relies on the oxygen contained in the gas flow.
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Laser Doppler velocimetry 1s a measuring technique that
exploits light scattering due to particles either naturally
occurring, or induced, in the tlow. Particles moving with the
fluid are illuminated with a split laser beam. The shift 1n
frequency between scattered and incident light 1s propor-
tional to the velocity of the scattering particles, due to the
Doppler eflect.

The present disclosure describes sensors to perform mea-
surements based on thermal effects, convection 1n particular.
Convection 15 one of the three heat transter mechanisms,
being the one prevailing in fluids. The convective heat
transier law states that a surface immersed 1 a moving fluid
experiences a heat flux proportional to the temperature
difference existing between the surface itself and the fluid,
1.e.:

§"=a(1-T.,)

where: (" 1s the convective heat tlux per unit area leaving
the surface in Wm™, o is the convective heat transfer
coeflicient in WK™'m™2, T is the temperature of the surface
in K, and T, 1s the temperature of the fluid 1n K. The heat
transier coeflicient o 1s generally very difhicult to compute,
as 1t 1s dependent on many parameters including fluid
properties (such as density and specific heat) and problem-
specific geometry. In any case, though, a strong dependence
of a on the fluid velocity can be observed. In other words,
the faster the flud moves over the surface, the higher the
heat transfer coeflicient a.

This principle 1s exploited by hot-wire anemometers, 1.¢.
a class of mstruments capable of measuring free-stream air
velocity (or wind speed, hence the name) based on the
alorementioned principle. A hot-wire anemometer 1s com-
posed of a metallic wire heated significantly above ambient
temperature by resistive Joule eflect. A feedback loop keeps
the wire at a constant temperature by controlling the current
through the wire. As the tluid moves around the wire, some
of the generated heat 1s subtracted by convection, thus
prompting a response by the feedback loop and an increased
current. Since the magnitude of this effect holds a strong
dependence on fluid velocity, a calibration procedure allows
obtaining the free-stream speed as function of the control
effort, that 1s the electric current in the wire. Hot-wire
anemometers are used in Iree stream conditions, and by
construction they offer a very limited spatial resolution.
Theretore, their use 1n wind tunnel experiments 1s limited to
the determination of the free-flowing air speed. A conformal
heat-tlux sensor, improving on the principle of a hot-wire
anemometer with higher spatial resolution and attached on
model surfaces 1n wind tunnel 1s an advantageous alternative
to measure quantities of interest during experiments. The
present disclosure describes how to design these conformal
heat-tlux sensors.

With reference to FIG. 1, a surface (1035) at a temperature
T,, immersed 1n a moving fluid, exchanges heat with the
fluid at a rate depending on the fluid’s temperature T_, 1ts
velocity v, and a problem-specific coetlicient o, which 1s
strongly dependent on the fluid’s velocity v. In FIG. 1, the
underlying physical phenomenon 1s described by the con-
vection heat transier law.

When the temperatures T _, and T, are known, and the heat
flux 1s known, 1t 1s possible to 1nvert the convection law to
obtain:
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Because of the strong dependence of o on the fluid’s
velocity, measuring a provides information on the fluid’s
velocity. The larger o 1s, the larger the tlow speed. In some
embodiments, as described in the present disclosure, a
sensor can be fabricated based on the physics describing
FIG. 1. A sensor, in some embodiments, comprises two thin
thermometers separated by a thermal isulator. FIG. 2
illustrates an example of a sensor comprising a heater (205),
a first thermometer (210), a thermal insulator (215), and a
second thermometer (220).

The thermometers comprise a temperature sensitive mate-
rial, such as a gel or a polymer. One surface of the sensor 1s
insulated, whereas the opposite surface 1s exposed to the
moving fluid, and 1s thus able to exchange heat therewith. A
heater 1imposes a constant heat flux through the device,
building a temperature gradient within the insulator. The
temperature gradient 1s measured using the first and second
thermometers, thus allowing the computation of the convec-
tive heat-transier coeflicient o. The larger the temperature
difference between the temperatures of the first and second
thermometers, T, and T,, the larger o, and thus the larger the

flow speed. The convective coellicient a can be calculated
as:

_k(Tz —-T1)
(T, = T,)

v =

where: k 1s the thermal conductivity of the insulator; T,
T, are, respectively, the temperatures of the two thermom-
cters on either side of the isulator; T, 1s the temperature of
the fluid, and t 1s the thuckness of the insulating layer. In
some embodiments, a different arrangement or number of
layers may be used, based on at least an insulating layer
between two thermometers, and a heater. In some embodi-
ments, the sensors can comprise several thermometer layers,
and several heating or cooling layers. The sensors can
comprise thin electrical heaters, resistive heaters, polyimide
to1l heaters, an electrical circuit heating by Joule eflect, or a
Peltier element. The sensor may also comprise a heater or
cooling layer that incorporates a microfluidic circuit or
channel. One of the thermometer layers 1s thermally acces-
sible by the environment.

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary cross section of a device
based on pectin cross-linked by calcium 10ns as a tempera-
ture sensitive layer (a thermometer). In the embodiment of
FIG. 3, the sensor comprises a polyimide layer (305), a
thermal 1nsulator layer (310), a heater (315), a thermometer
based on pectin (320), a thermal 1nsulator (330), a thermom-
cter based on pectin (335), and a polyimide layer (340). In
this embodiment, pectin 1s used for temperature sensing,
however other materials may be used instead. In this
example, the insulator (310) comprises NASBIS® (NAno
Silica Ball InSulator), a tlexible, thermally insulating mate-
rial. In this embodiment, the insulator (330) comprises a
polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS). Gold electrodes (325) can
be used for the two pectin thermometers.

FIG. 4 illustrates exemplary data for the temperature
difference between the two thermometers, which are at
temperatures T, and T,, as a function of the flow speed. A
larger difference between T, and T, corresponds to a larger
flow speed. The device can be calibrated to provide the
actual flow speed calculated from the temperature difler-
ence. The sensor can be designed as an array of similar
pixels to provide a spatial map of the tlow’s speed. Several
sensors can be applied on a model surface to measure the




US 11,255,870 B2

S

flow speed at diflerent location, thus realizing a conformal
sensor array. The sensor can be fabricated from flexible
materials, and can therefore be conformally attached to
curved surfaces.

As described above, the present disclosure combines a
thin heater with a class of organic, temperature-sensitive
materials, which show a high resistance versus temperature
response. The thin heater serves as a heat source, while the
temperature sensitive material, deposited as a thin film or as
an array ol sensors, provides the temperature feedback. In
some embodiments, the sensors of the present disclosure are
based on organic bio-molecules, such as pectin, alginate,
chitosan or a combination of these. Pectin-based thin films
as described above are very responsive to temperature.
Pectin 1s made of structurally and functionally very com-
plex, acid-rich polysaccharides. In low-ester pectin, 10nic
bridges are formed, at near neutral pH, between Ca** ions
and the 1onized carboxyl groups of the galacturonic acid
present 1n the molecule, forming an “egg box™ structure in
which cations are stored. Because the cross-linking between
pectin molecules decreases exponentially with temperature,
increasing the temperature of a Ca**-cross-linked pectin
results in a dramatic increase of ionic conduction. Ca™*-
cross-linked pectin can be deposited on flexible substrate.
The resulting ultrathin membranes (20-200 um thin) show a
variation in their resistance of two order of magnitudes over
45° C. As a comparison, a standard platinum thermistor
(Pt100), varies 1ts resistance by only about 1.5 times over the
same 1nterval. Besides possessing an extreme temperature
responsivity, these pectin films have a very high signal-to-
noise ratio and can sense temperature variation of at least 10
mK. Pectin layers can also be produced on extended areas,
and can monitor 2D temperature distributions thanks to their
extraordinary responsivity and sensitivity. These advantages
allow collecting flow information on extended areas, instead
of the localized data provided by standard flow meters.

In some embodiments, the pectin films can be crosslinked
by Ca, Cu, or Mg. Instead of pectin, other materials may be
used, for example alginate crosslinked by Ca, Cu, or Mg. In
some embodiments, the sensors can be based on specific
maternals. The present disclosure describes some exemplary
materials 1n the following. These materials can also be used
for purposes other than flow sensors. Therefore, the mate-
rials 1n the following are described both for use 1 flow
sensors, and for use unrelated to flow sensors. The present
disclosure therefore describes, 1n some embodiments, a flow
meter comprising one or more hydrogel-based temperature
sensors, and one or more heating (or cooling) elements. For
example, a sensor can comprise, as described above, a
resistive heater coupled with two local pectin-based tem-
perature sensors.

As known to the person of ordinary skill 1n the art, pectin,
a component of all higher plant cell walls, 1s made of
structurally and functionally very complex, acid-rich poly-
saccharides. Pectin plays several roles in plants—ifor
example, 1t 1s an essential structural component of cell walls
and binds 10ons and enzymes. In high-ester pectins, at acidic
pH, individual pectin chains are linked together by hydrogen
bonds and hydrophobic interactions. In contrast, in low-ester
pectins, 1onic bridges are formed, at near neutral pH,
between Ca®* ions and the ionized carboxyl groups of the
galacturonic acid, forming an “egg box” in which cations are
stored. Since the crosslinking between pectin molecules
decreases exponentially with temperature, increasing the
temperature of a Ca**-crosslinked pectin increases ionic
conduction.
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Currently, the potential applications of pectin gels as
temperature-sensing elements in mobile phones and auto-
motive applications are challenged by several factors. First,
the temperature responsivity and conductivity of hydrogel-
based pectin are both highly dependent on the water content
of the membrane, whereas the water content 1s subjected to
fluctuations in ambient humidity and temperature. Secondly,
being a water-based gel, the applicable temperature range of
a pectin gel 1s limited. The increased evaporation of water at
higher temperatures also renders the membrane unstable at
higher temperature ranges (>70° C.). Further, due to the
intrinsic rigidity of pectin’s molecular structure, the flex-
ibility of pectin membranes 1s dependent on their water
content. Excessively reducing the pectin water content
results in shrinkage of the pectin membranes, detachment of
the membrane {from electrodes, and increased brittleness of
the membrane.

The examples set forth above are provided to those of
ordinary skill in the art as a complete disclosure and descrip-
tion of how to make and use the embodiments of the
disclosure, and are not intended to limit the scope of what
the inventor/inventors regard as their disclosure.

Modifications of the above-described modes for carrying
out the methods and systems herein disclosed that are
obvious to persons of skill in the art are intended to be within
the scope of the following claims. All patents and publica-
tions mentioned 1n the specification are indicative of the
levels of skill of those skilled in the art to which the
disclosure pertains. All references cited in this disclosure are
incorporated by reference to the same extent as 1f each
reference had been incorporated by reference 1n its entirety
individually.

It 1s to be understood that the disclosure 1s not limited to
particular methods or systems, which can, of course, vary. It
1s also to be understood that the terminology used herein 1s
for the purpose of describing particular embodiments only,
and 1s not mtended to be limiting. As used in this specifi-
cation and the appended claims, the singular forms *a,”
“an,” and “the” include plural referents unless the content
clearly dictates otherwise. The term “plurality” includes two
or more referents unless the content clearly dictates other-
wise. Unless defined otherwise, all technical and scientific
terms used herein have the same meaning as commonly
understood by one of ordinary skill in the art to which the
disclosure pertains.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A sensor comprising:

at least one heater layer;

at least one first thermometer layer;

at least one second thermometer layer; and

at least one thermal insulator layer between the at least
one first thermometer layer and the at least one second
thermometer layer,

wherein:

the at least one first thermometer layer and the at least one
second thermometer layer comprise temperature sensi-
tive materials,

the at least one first thermometer layer 1s thermally
insulated from an environment surrounding the sensor,

a top surface of at least one second thermometer layer 1s
thermally accessible by the environment by either a
direct thermal coupling to the environment or a direct
thermal coupling to a polymide layer, and

the at least one heater layer 1s configured to generate a
constant heat flux through the at least one first ther-
mometer layer, the at least one thermal insulator layer,
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and the at least one second thermometer layer, thus
generating a thermal gradient within the at least one
thermal 1nsulator;

wherein the sensor 1s configured to measure a temperature

gradient using the at least one first thermometer layer
and the at least one second thermometer layer allowing
for a computation of a heat-transfer coeflicient.

2. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the at least one heater
layer 1s selected from the group consisting of: an electrical
heater, a resistive heater, a polyimide foil heater, an electri-
cal circuit heating by Joule eflect, and a Peltier element.

3. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the at least one first
thermometer layer and the at least one second thermometer
layer are selected from the group consisting of: pectin,
alginate, chitosan, and any combination thereof.

4. The sensor of claim 3, wherein the at least one first
thermometer layer or the at least one second thermometer

layer comprise pectin and Ca*.
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5. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the at least one thermal
insulator 1s made of polydimethylsiloxane.

6. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the at least one heater
layer, the at least one first thermometer layer, the at least one
second thermometer layer, and the at least one thermal
insulator are flexible layers.

7. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the temperature sensi-
tive material 1s a gel.

8. The sensor of claim 1, wherein the temperature sensi-
tive material 1s a polymer.

9. The sensor of claim 1, further comprising electrodes 1n
cach of the at least one first thermomter layer and the at least
one second thermometer layer.

10. The sensor of claim 9, wherein the electrodes com-
prise gold.
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